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So far, the comparison I have drawn between the two estates
could tempt us into a narrative about the shared hardships
facing the people of Bois Collette, whether in the estate house or
the village. As Hauser points out, though, water ways were ex-
perienced very differently in the village than in the estate house.
The difference in abundance indices among the survey
areas of Sugarloaf estate are negligible for Biots and jars.
However, the estate house yielded an index for goglets twice
as high as that yielded by the village. I am reminded of Bonne,
the “water-carrier” who was expected to transport and serve
cool water but not to drink it. The primary difference among
the survey areas of Bois Collette was the presence of local jars
in the village but not the estate house midden. On an estate
characterized by the use of specialized water vessels, the un-
equal distribution of those vessels, in the terms of this article,
“reproduced” slavery.
Standardizing the measures of abundance and emphasiz-
ing varieties of form as well as absolute need, as I have done,
builds on Hauser’s insights. Beyond the elucidation of water
ways, his article compels us to think in terms of acts and
decisions as well as relations and statuses. This is an impor-
tant turn in the archaeology of slavery. Hauser vividly dem-
onstrates that water was life-giving, yes, but was also a prod-
uct—and the chief agents of production in pre-Emancipation
Dominica were the enslaved. The ceramic vessel fragments
from these estates represent not only the quenched thirst of
the occupants and the inequity of enslavement but the efforts
of those who transported, processed, and presented water,
those who made water’s way through society.
Mary C. Beaudry
Archaeology Department, Boston University, 675 Commonwealth
Avenue, Boston, Massachusetts 02215, USA (beaudry@bu.edu).
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Hauser recommends that archaeologists employ the concept
of “water ways” in studying the many ways in which humans
approach water; conceiving of water in this manner provides
a useful way to foreground the paramount importance of
water in peoples’ daily lives. Hauser derives water ways from
Jay Anderson’s (1971) expanded definition of foodways as
encompassing much more than food preferences and aver-
sions (e.g., Harris 1987) or ethnic or regional cuisines—how
different cultures prepare what they eat (e.g., Brown and Mus-
sell 1985). As Hauser notes, Anderson considered foodways as
a framework for addressing food in a comprehensive manner,
as an “interrelated system of food conceptualization, procure-
ment, distribution, preservation, preparation, and consump-
tion” (Anderson 1971:2).
Most archaeological studies dealing with water tend to
consider water manipulation and management in terms of
hydraulics or how people in the past dealt with water scarcity
through technological innovation (e.g., Davies and Lawrence
2014), as well as focusing on power differentials resulting from
unequal access to and control of water. Such macroscale stud-
ies provide insight into varying cultural responses to water
supply and water use and have relevance for finding ways
to resolve contemporary problems in this area. But at this scale
of analysis, archaeologists are likely to overlook humble yet
abundant site-level evidence of people’s struggles to obtain
and store water vital to everyday life and activities (an ex-
ception is Arcangeli 2015b). Hauser acknowledges the im-
portance of macroscale studies but brings the scale of his own
analysis to the site and assemblage level to address issues of
access to and use of drinking water among enslaved workers
on Caribbean plantations. Site-level, assemblage-based anal-
ysis, as Hauser demonstrates, cannot succeed without consid-
eration of the environs and landscapes of the plantations,
as plantation locales across islands in the Caribbean may be
characterized by very different environmental conditions as
far as water is concerned. Slave villages did not feature large
cisterns and water-storage features typical of the planters’ do-
mestic compounds; enslaved individuals may have had to walk
considerable distances to a source of water for household use
as well as for household gardens and ravine and mountain
grounds (Pulsipher 1994).
Hauser makes at least two highly valuable contributions
through his approach. The first is that he has developed a
framework for rendering water “present” in discussions of
colonialism and slavery. Edgeworth’s (2012) observation that
water, while instrumental in shaping much of the world that
historical archaeologists study, can only be inferred from the
archaeological record prompts Hauser to find ways of mak-
ing the many roles of water visible through the evidence re-
covered in and around the homes of the enslaved. In making
absent water present, Hauser considers enslaved workers not
just as victims preoccupied with resisting the oppressive con-
ditions they faced but as agents working actively to solve
problems that the predicament of enslavement presented at
almost every turn.
This relates to what I see as Hauser’s second major contri-
bution: he turns to some of the humblest of archaeological
finds, bottle glass and ceramics; looks at them as representing
whole vessels, not fragments or sherds; and rightfully discusses
them in terms of water. I realized only a few years ago that, as
an archaeologist, I had not paid adequate attention to water
as a vital element of everyday life, but once I became aware that
seemingly ordinary and unprepossessing objects played a
major role in a household’s water ways, I began to see evidence
Table 4. Abundance index of water ways ceramics
at Bois Collette and Sugarloaf estates
Bois Collette Sugarloaf
Biot count .116 0
Biot weight .075 0
Goglet count .204 .029
Goglet weight .134 .019
Local jar count .009 .052
Local jar weight .037 .155
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for ways in which people dealt with getting and storing and
using water almost everywhere I looked. In many cases, such
objects were reused to hold and dispense water after their
original contents had been consumed—which may have oc-
curred in the planter’s house. Hauser avoids the pitfall of an-
alyzing these finds as evidence of consumption or consumer
choice by the enslaved by acknowledging that the vessels were
selected because they afforded a means of containing liquids,
water in particular, and by focusing on how they were used.
None of the reused wine bottles or goglets had the capacity to
hold enough water to meet even one person’s daily need for
drinking water (Davidson 1999:835), let alone water for bath-
ing, cooking, and washing dishes or clothes, yet there is rela-
tively sparse evidence of larger water collection and storage
containers. Since every household would use a goodly amount
of water every day, one wonders if there is any evidence, and
what it might be, that would enable us to infer how households
resolved the daily predicament of not having enough water.
Hauser’s interest is in the political ecology of water ways
on the eighteenth-century plantations he excavated on the is-
land of Dominica, and he targets his analysis accordingly. Yet
his highly original conceptualization of water ways paves the
way for any number of other studies that consider other as-
pects of the interrelated systems of water ways. At the Little
Bay Plantation slave village onMontserrat, which was perched
on a steeply sloping hillside highly subject to erosion, Barbara
Heath excavated a trench dug along the outside of one of the
houses, revealing how one household attempted to direct ex-
cess water from downpours around and away from the dwell-
ing. Here, the predicament was intermittent, brief episodes of
too much water, which, it seems, was redirected rather than
captured. One might think about the symbolism of the idea
of water and of metaphorical and metonymical uses of words
denoting water. For example, in Cantonese slang, the same
character connotes both money and water (Davidson 1999:
835). On some Caribbean islands, the term “water” is used for
stew, as in “goat water” on Montserrat and Antigua (Slater
1984:62). This is a watery stew of goat meat with bones, to-
matoes, onions, and chili peppers. In Jamaica, the spicy heat
of the stew is thought to have an aphrodisiacal effect on men,
which is why there it is called “mannish water” (National Li-
brary of Jamaica 2016). The water/money-food-sex syllogism
is an apt one but only hints at the ways that framing analyses
around Hauser’s water ways can enrich our archaeological re-
search and interpretations.
Charles R. Cobb
Florida Museum of Natural History, University of Florida,
Dickinson Hall, 1659 Museum Road, Gainesville, Florida 32611,
USA (ccobb@flmnh.ufl.edu). 19 VIII 16
Because water is essential to biological survival and social re-
production, it should come as little surprise that this life-giving
resource is surrounded by a fascinating history of use and abuse.
I recently read where the water table under Beijing has dropped
200 feet since the end of World War II, a sobering result of
population growth, unchecked urbanization, and the need to
lay claim to cultural achievements, such as hosting the Olym-
pics. Millennia earlier, polities in Mesopotamia were draining
marshes to open up agricultural land for their own rapidly
growing centers. Temporally betwixt the two, Hauser’s obser-
vations on sugar estates in the Caribbean are a stark reminder
that the political ecology of water ways is a predicament not just
of colonial mesoscales but also of both the longue durée and
of everyday experience.
The history of these sugar plantations is a troubling exam-
ple of what can perhaps be referred to as the aquavore’s di-
lemma, in a nod to Michael Pollan’s popular study of Amer-
ican foodways, The Omnivore’s Dilemma (2006). As Pollan
describes it, our desire to make seasonal or regional foods
available on an everyday basis has enormous social, ecological,
and infrastructural costs. While one could perhaps subsume
sugar under his model, I think Hauser provides an important
argument for the mixed legacy of providing access to water
being on a historical par with that of supplying the amenities
of the modern supermarket. Just ask anyone who lives or plays
along the Colorado River.
Despite the ubiquity of water on the planet, its availability
in a usable form varies widely across space and through time.
I particularly appreciate how Hauser sketches out a hierarchy
of water under conditions of colonialism, where scarcity is as
much a function of infrastructure, race, and class as it is of nat-
ural abundance. The landscape of enslavement in his study
area seemed to be replete with barriers to satisfactory water,
whether that be distance to source areas or obtaining the val-
ued goglets that provided for cooling draughts.
Reinhard Bernbeck (2008) has made the case that over-
determination remains a useful notion for conceptualizing
how investments in certain lifeways strongly shape the social
and cultural decisions that follow. I think the term is apt for
the sugar estates of the Caribbean. One can debate the causes
of European colonialism or the relative importance of factors
that led to the African slave trade, but once a commitment
had been made to a very specific expression of those histori-
cal processes—Caribbean sugar plantations—an intricate scaf-
folding of water management practices, crop requirements,
labor organization, and cultural values overdetermined to a
considerable degree the everyday decisions by individuals as
well as strategic planning by institutions. Certainly, agency was
not completely compromised nor were institutions immune
to buckling under the strain of the system, but the system was
nonetheless resistant to change. Political ecology makes for a
powerful inertia that provides an important counterbalance—
and subject of study—to agency.
On a more human scale, Hauser demonstrates that water
ways comprise many facets of materiality that shape human
experiences, practices, and subjectivities. I submit that water
ways can be the materialization of a very particular form of
structural violence that we may view as infrastructural vio-
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